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The Honduran military high command has forced President Roberto Carlos Reina to temporarily
backtrack on a decision made last May to abolish forced military conscription. President Reina's
about-face was apparently influenced by his fear that the armed forces would mount a coup d'etat
if he did not accommodate their demands. When President Reina, a former human rights specialist,
took office in January of this year, he promised to eliminate abuse of power by the armed forces,
and subdue the military to civilian authority. Although the armed forces turned over the reins of
power to a civilian government in 1982 after ruling for nearly 20 years, it has continued to maintain
an absolute monopoly on all police, intelligence, anti-narcotics, and investigations functions.
Since Reina's election, many Hondurans have questioned whether the armed forces' adamant
resistance to any military reform would allow the president to accomplish his goals. However,
despite vocal opposition from the armed forces, President Reina scored several major victories this
year. In May, Congress voted to eliminate forced military service. Then in June, the government
disbanded the notorious military- controlled secret police, Direccion Nacional de Investigaciones.
Thus, given Reina's bold efforts to curtail military power, few were surprised when some officers
complained in July that the president was attempting to "destroy" the army.
According to Gen. Discua, the confrontation with President Reina took place during a stormy
meeting on Aug. 2 attended by the president, several top government officials, and the armed forces
60-man security council (Consejo Superior de las Fuerzas Armadas). At the meeting, Gen. Discua
told Reina that the Honduran armed forces were becoming the "laughing stock" of the country. He
directly accused the president of "harassing" the armed forces with budget cuts and the cancellation
of several privileges long accorded army officers. But the general's central complaint was that the
elimination of obligatory military service was causing severe recruitment problems. Discua said
that because the army has not been able to attract volunteer recruits, a 7,000-man shortage has
developed.
"If the people want the army to go into the streets to protect civilians, compulsory military service
will have to be reinstated," said Discua. According to local press reports, during the meeting, Army
General Commander Mario Hung Pacheco strongly objected to the president's decision to eliminate
military control over various government institutions, such as the national telecommunications
system, immigration, and the civilian aeronautics department, all of which had traditionally been
headed by officers appointed by the army. Pacheco also complained that Congress had slashed US
$16 million from the military budget, leaving the army in "miserable condition." "Mr President,
what are you attempting to do, govern without the help of the armed forces, isolate the armed
forces? Tell us clearly now in this meeting what your position is," demanded Hung Pacheco.
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Not surprisingly, on Aug. 3 one day after the meeting the president announced that he would allow
forced recruitment to begin again, at least temporarily. The president said that since the abolition of
the draft will not take effect until next January, when it must be ratified by the legislature, the army
could use the interim time to fill up its depleted ranks. In response, Gen. Discua said that the army
would "guarantee that the young men being recruited will not be mistreated as in the past, because
that was on error on our part, one that we recognize and that will not be repeated." The public has
been increasingly opposed to the army's practice of forcibly and often violently recruiting young,
generally poor, Honduran men into the military.
Nevertheless, Gen. Discua soon shed light on some of the behind-the-scenes maneuvering that
led to the president's decision. In an Aug. 4 radio interview with Radio America of Honduras, the
general stated that the president had told army chiefs he was worried about being deposed in a
"technical coup" by the military. Discua said that he had assured the president that no such thing
was in the works, but he also clearly warned Reina that many of his officers were concerned about
the president's long-term plan for the military. According to Discua, the president then assured
him that he had no intention of "destroying" the armed forces. "I think he [the president] left the
meeting satisfied because we dispelled all the rumors of a possible coup d'etat," said the general.

-- End --
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